University of Montana

ScholarWorks at University of Montana
University of Montana News Releases, 1928,
1956-present

University Relations

4-20-2000

OTC painkillers can cause or worsen ailments
University of Montana--Missoula. Office of University Relations

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.umt.edu/newsreleases

Let us know how access to this document benefits you.
Recommended Citation
University of Montana--Missoula. Office of University Relations, "OTC painkillers can cause or worsen
ailments" (2000). University of Montana News Releases, 1928, 1956-present. 16592.
https://scholarworks.umt.edu/newsreleases/16592

This News Article is brought to you for free and open access by the University Relations at ScholarWorks at
University of Montana. It has been accepted for inclusion in University of Montana News Releases, 1928,
1956-present by an authorized administrator of ScholarWorks at University of Montana. For more information,
please contact scholarworks@mso.umt.edu.

^ The University of

Montana
UNIVERSITY RELATIONS • MISSOULA, MT 59812 • 406-243-2522 * FAX: 406-243-4520

This release is available electronically on INN (News Net.)
April 20, 2000
Contact: Michael Rivey, pharmacy practice department, (406) 243-6796.
OTC PAINKILLERS CAN CAUSE OR WORSEN AILMENTS
By Terry Brenner
University Relations
The older people become, the more aches and pains they have and the more tempted
they are to buy an over-the-counter painkiller at the drugstore without consulting a doctor
about possible complications. After all, OTC drugs should be perfectly safe or they wouldn’t
be so readily available, right?
Wrong.
Michael Rivey of The University of Montana’s pharmacy practice department says
common nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs, pronounced EN seds) such as
products with aspirin, ibuprofen, naproxen or the newcomer ketoprofen can cause problems or
worsen several conditions people may already have.
Take stomach ulcers, for example. All four drugs can cause stomach irritation and
bleeding because they inhibit production of a "whole bunch" of chemicals called
prostaglandins, Rivey says.
"There are multiple forms of that substance," he says. "Some of those are good guys.
Those are the ones that protect our stomach lining and maintain our good kidney function. And
there’s the bad guys. They’re the ones that mediate pain."
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That’s bad? Yes, Rivey says, because if you inhibit them, you inhibit pain. And if you
inhibit pain, you don’t feel the damage they might be doing, for instance, to your stomach.
"We’ll see ulcer patients with no symptoms," he says. "At least half of those with
ulcers have no symptoms because the drug inhibits the prostaglandins that increase pain
sensitivity."
Common brand names to look for are Bayer, Bufferin and Anacin, which contain
aspirin; Nuprin, Advil and Motrin, which have ibuprofen; Aleve, which contains naproxen;
and Orubis, which has ketoprofen. But drug manufacturers have spewed out so many products
containing these compounds, the wise over-the-counter shopper will read labels carefully.
Tylenol, incidentally, is not an NSAID because it is not an anti-inflammatory drug.
The estimated ulcer risk with long-term NSAID use is 10 percent to 20 percent
compared to 2 percent in nonusers, Rivey says. An estimated 200,000 users develop bleeding
or perforated ulcers each year, and in the United States alone at least 10,000 of those people
die.
Because of the major adverse gastrointestinal effects from NSAIDs sold over the
counter, the new Cox-2 drugs, such as Celebrex and Vioxx-R, are causing excitement these
days, Rivey says. They spare the prostaglandins in the stomach and thus lower the risk of
ulcers. Unfortunately, they are available only by prescription.
Of the nonprescription NSAIDs, Rivey says ibuprofen is the easiest on the stomach.
Naproxen usually appears in midrange because it’s longer acting. The longer-acting drugs

increase stomach problems.
Aspirin-, ibuprofen- and naproxen-containing products also can cause problems for
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people with bleeding disorders and asthma. All of them increase bleeding tendencies, and
aspirin allergy can develop in asthma sufferers.
Aspirin, ibuprofen, naproxen and ketoprofen formulations and Cox-2 drugs all can
worsen hypertension and renal disease because of fluid retention, Rivey says. Most at risk for
side effects are "the elderly, elderly and elderly," he says, because with age all metabolic
clearance processes slow down.
"Information on these drugs is established in young, healthy people," he says. "With
over-the-counter drugs, it’s not likely college-age kids will get into trouble with bottle dosages.
But it’s possible for elderly people to get into trouble."
So the bottom line is this: A person’s risks when using these over-the-counter drugs is
dose-related, based on age and underlying health, Rivey says. Unfortunately, the patients most
likely to use these products are the elderly, who have the greatest risk. He says an estimated 30
percent of people over 65 use these drugs.
If the drugs are used as indicated on the package and for no longer than 10 days
without consulting a doctor, risks are relatively small for most healthy people. But misuse can
make these drugs dangerous. Their adverse health effects cost an estimated $4 million per year
in the United States.
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